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Environmental Planning in Sweden 


Project Wolf — a study of 
reintroduction of the wolf 


in Sweden 


by Lars Emmelin/Swedish Institute 


The wolf is among the recently extinct animals in Sweden. 
Ten years ago when it was finally protected by law there were 
approximately ten wolves left. Today there is perhaps one 
animal left in Sweden. It is extinct in Norway, and Finland 
has a population of about 20-30 animals. 

The Swedish Society for the Conservation of Nature has 
recently proposed that the wolf should be reintroduced in 
Sweden. The proposal is the result of a project started in 
1971 called “Project Wolf”. 

The Society proposed to the Government that a 
Programme aiming at recreating a stock of wolves of ap- 
proximately 100 animals in captivity from which a wild stock 
could be recruited should get official funding. Although the 
last packs of Swedish wolves held territories in the northern 
mountain areas, the proposal aims at establishing a popula- 
tion in the northern or central woodlands of Sweden where 
conflict with population, cattle raising or the Lapps’ 
traditional reindeer keeping would be at a minimum. 


The situation of the wolf 


The wolf (Canis lupus) has Originally had its range over most 
of Europe, Asia and North America. It was one of the most 
widely distributed mammal species. Man has, however, exter- 
minated the wolf in major parts of its former area in Europe, 
North America and parts of Asia, e.g. Japan. The largest 
populations exist today in the Soviet Union which had a 
population of approximately 200,000 individuals in 1945. 
Today the population is approximately a quarter of that size. 
In Canada and Alaska the population is in the order of 50,- 
000 animals. The most stable European wolf population ex: 
ists in the European part of the Soviet Union, which has 
about 10,000 animals. The wolf is not considered an en- 
dangered species in Roumania, Yugoslavia or Greece where 
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populations are in the same order as in the European Soviet. 
Smaller populations exist in Poland, Czechoslovakia. 
Bulgaria, Italy, Spain and Portugal but their status is less cer. 
tain. Only Italy has so far given the wolf total protection. In 
Scandinavia the only wolf population is a very weak one in 
Finland. 

The wolf as a species is not endangered but certain sub- 
groups such as the Scandinavian wolf certainly are. In 1973 
the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and 
Natural Resources (IUCN) and the World Wildlife Fund 
(WWF) set up an international group of experts to study 
protection of the wolf. The group held its first meeting at an 
international symposium in Stockholm. 


The wolf in Sweden 

In the beginning of the 19th Century the wolf was fairly com- 
mon all over Sweden. It was hunted by a variety of methods 
and it was mandatory for the population of rural villages to 
participate in organized wolf hunts lead by the state 
employed game wardens. 

The wolf was gradually exterminated in the more pop- 
ulated parts of Sweden until it finally had stationary pop- 
ulations in the northern mountains only. In this area the 
traditional reindeer herding of the Lapps was a major source 
of conflict with all proposals for the conservation of the last 
wolves. Since the wolf preys on the reindeer and other ac- 
tivities such as tourism and hydro-electric development were 
encroaching on the Lappish lands, in particular on the spr- 
ing calving grounds, it is not surprising that the Lapps were 
strongly opposed to restricting their right to hunt wolves. The 
wolf was protected in 1965 when a population of about 10 
remained. The last litter to be born in Sweden was raised in 
the spring of 1964. The last remaining wolf is a male which 
for some years has lived in the National Parks of Sarek and 
Padjelanta. 
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The change in public opinion and policy regarding the 
wolf came too late to preserve the original population. The 
situation should, however, in theory be rather favorable for 
reintroduction. The national physical planning adopted by 
Parliament contains several references to the need for 
protection of the large mammalsand for the need to create 
and preserve large tracts of wilderness as reserves for wildlife. 

In Sweden there are several possible prey animals for the 
wolf. In winter the Scandinavian wolves used to hunt in 
packs of 5-15 animals. The size of the pack was to some ex- 
tent determined by the size of the prey animals. Suitable pop- 
ulations of prey animals in Sweden exist of moose (Alces 
alces) and roe deer (Capreolus capreolus). Other possible 
species include elk (Cervus elaphus), fallow deer (Dama 
dama), the domesticated reindeer (Rangifer tarandus) and, if 
reintroduced, wild boar (Sus scrofa). In the forest areas un- 
der consideration the moose is by far the most abundant of 
the prey species but because of its size it seems likely that roe 
deer would be preyed upon to a large extent as a comple- 
ment to moose. Reindeer is the most suitable prey from a 
biological point of view but is naturally not under considera- 
tion since it is a domestic animal. The possibility of letting 
reindeer become feral in an area where wolves are in- 
troduced is attractive for biological reasons. 

The wolf would have a regulating influence on the pop- 
ulations of moose and roe deer. The population densities of 
moose tolerated today by forestry ranges from about 2 to 15 
wintering animals per 10 km? (approx. 2,500 acres). Ex- 
perience from isle Royale in Lake Superior in North America 
indicates that densities in the upper part of the range 
tolerated by forestry would support a population of about 1 
wolf per 25 square kilometer. 


Project Wolf 


The first task that the profject undertook was an inventory of 
Scandinavian wolves in captivity. This led to a breeding 
programme which was to form the basis for future rein- 
troduction of the wolf in the wild state. In 1969 there were 
14 wolves of Scandinavian descent in zoos in the Nordic 
countries. At present there are about 50. There are now 14 
large fenced areas where wolves are held. Reproduction has 
become much better in most places where the pens have 
been enlarged. The best results have been obtained in south 
Sweden in the zoo Skanes Djurpark where Dr. Hakan 
Hallander is in charge of part of Project Wolf. In 1975 two 
litters with a total of 11 pups were born and all of them sur- 
vived their first year which is a crucial period. In the spring of 
1976 some twenty pups were born in zoos in the Nordic 
countries. Half of these were born in Skanes Djurpark. 

There is a total of 5 parks in Sweden, 2 in Finland and 1 
in Denmark with Scandinavian wolves of known descent 
entered into the breeding books of the project. The genetic 
basis of these wolves is, however, a bit narrow. All of them 
are descendents from two pairs, both caught in the wild in 
Finland and Sweden respectively. 

At present there are 5 wolves of Canadian descent in zoos 
in Sweden. These are not to be crossed with the wolves in 
the project in order to keep the strain pure. The reason for 
this is that part of the aim of Project Wolf is to preserve the 
particular subgroup of the species that the Scandinavian wolf 
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represents. 


Methods of reintroducing the wolf. 


Realistically the only method for reintroducing the wolf in 
Sweden is from a stock of captive animals. The Finnish pop- 
ulation is too weak to serve as a natural recruiting group 
which could poplulate Swedish areas by migration. The sur- 
vey of possible areas for reintroduction has also shown that 
forest areas in central and northern Sweden are likely to be 
more suitable. One reason for this is that the conflict with 
reindeer herding does not arise there. 

This means that a natural spreading from Finland is not 
possible since there are large areas of Lappish land between 
the Finnish population and the suitable Swedish areas. No 
natural enlarging of the habitat is thus likely to succeed. 

Before introducing wolves into an area there is a need to 
train them in fending for themselves and also to try to get a 
stationary poplulation. The method proposed is by letting at 
least one generation of wolves from a park live in a very large 
pen in the actual area of introduction. There is thus a need 
for a number of different fenced areas for the project. In 
order to get a population size of about 100 animals further 
breeding pens must be built to avoid over-crowding of the ex- 
isting ones. 

In order to increase public interest and understanding of 
the project it is proposed that “information areas” should 
also be fenced off. These could be constructed along the 
lines of the German National Park Bayerischer Wald where a 
kidney shaped area of about 0.15 km? (37.5 acres) is fenced 
off. From a little hill in the central construction of the area 
the public can view much of it. It is thus possible to have a 
small pack which lives under semi-natural conditions. The 
public can get a good view of the complex social life of the 
wolf and the wolves can be trained to hunt. 

In order to further the project it is considered necessary to 
construct one research area of something like 100 km? hec- 
tares (25,000 acres) in which ecological studies could be 
conducted. In this area 4 wolves, a population of about 100 
moose and a small herd of roe deer could be kept. With 
some additional feeding of the wolves something like 10 
animals might be kept there. This could serve later as the first 
release area. 

In other areas where wolves are to be released there is a 
need for a fenced area of about 5 km? (1,250 acres) in which - 
one generation of wolves can be born and raised without 
contact with humans. This ensures that the individuals which 
are finally released are not too familiar with humans. 

The cost of the project has been calculated in those parts 
that deal with fencing and ecological research. These are the 
most immediate needs of Project Wolf. The large area for 
research and eventual release is calculated at Skr. 2-5 
million. The staff should cost about Skr 250,000 per year. 
Another Skr 100,000 would be needed for an “information 
area” if built near the research area and serviced by the same 
personnel. A separate “information area”, which might be 
desirable in a more accessible locality than the place where 
introduction will take place, would cost about Skr 100,000 in 
construction and some Skr 50,000-100,000 in maintenance, 
staffing, etc. 
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Although there was some criticism of the project when the 
Society for the Conservation of Nature wrote to the Swedish 
government proposing the reintroduction of the wolf. the 
majority of media reception was quite favorable. Several 
problems remain to be solved before the wolf will be seen 
and heard in Swedish forests again. But as many persons 
pointed out, Sweden has an international responsibility to 
preserve endangered species. 
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Ships Galore! Sweden’s sunny west coast is truly a sailor’s 
paradise and the home of-‘Sverige”, the Swedish sailboat 
that soon will challenge the U.S. entry for the America’s Cup, 
the symbol of world-supremacy in sailing. (Photo- from 
Swedish National Tourist Office). 
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